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Abstract 
 
Professional development in the civil service represents traditionally different approaches in the U.S.A. and Hungary; however 
modernization tendencies have marked tendencies that bring about the need for change of paradigms in the Hungarian practice. 
The current study aims at presenting the findings of a complex research project carried out in the U.S. in 2012 with the intention 
of the author to analyse the training practices efficiently pursued in the American civil service in order to set up benchmarks for 
best practices for adaptation. The American training philosophy and the practical solutions are analysed in the context of 
strategies and specific objectives that determine the applicable training methods on the one hand and justify the new practice-
oriented approaches addressing the new needs in the Hungarian civil service on the other. Quantitative and qualitative research 
methods were applied for data analysis. The synthesis of research findings is provided with a special focus on practical 
applications in a highly encouraging learning environment that ultimately result in improved workplace performance. 
© 2014 The Authors. Published by Elsevier Ltd. 
Selection and peer-review under responsibility of the Organizing Committee of WCES 2014. 
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1. Introduction 
 
The research problems the present study is focusing on were first generated by the personal experiences of the 
author in the United States more than a decade ago. These experiences in the local government field revealed a 
learner-centered interactive training practice, which represented an essentially different approach from what was 
generally accepted in Hungary in those days. At the end of the 90’s the overwhelming positive feedback of a series 
of pilot training workshops held for Hungarian local government officials with the professional guidance of  
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American experts greatly exceeded the expectations of the trainers, drawing the attention to the fact that the 
changing personal and organizational needs could no longer be satisfied in the old way of doing such things. 
Although the professional environment did not facilitate the institutionalization of the new training approach in 
those days, the positive attitude of participants − who grew up in a basically teacher-centered education system − to 
the practice-oriented workshops reinforced the relevance of an overall change. It also opened up perspectives for  
quantitative and qualitative research inquiry both into the theory and the practice of civil service training in the U.S, 
in the hope of contributing to a new way of thinking e.g. about the adult learners’ needs, the efficient methods of 
competency development and how training should better serve the application of the new knowledge and skills in 
the workplace. It has become evident that the reasons for the differences in the training philosophy and practice can 
be traced back as far as the historical roots of the European versus the American public administration systems on 
the one hand, and those of the management education and development on the other. Regarding the former one, in 
contrast to the closed system of the European hierarchical state, the bottom-up development of the American public 
administration system was exempt from the overabundance of legal regulations so typical of its European 
counterparts. The American civil service model reflects basically different views and reasoning about the role of the 
state and the tendencies of social development. America was “born without state”, and it rejected the dominant state, 
the bureaucracy and the legal doctrines. (Stillman, 1994) Consequently the responses to the problems are 
traditionally different in an environment, which primarily expects the proper interpretation, application, and the 
enforcement of law from its civil servants, and in a managerial system in which practical problem solving and 
change management are in the foreground. However, the modernization tendencies and the new expectations in the 
Hungarian civil service system in the past couple of years have also brought about new competency requirements, 
and the appreciation of the change of paradigm not only in the operation of the civil service but also in the field of 
professional training and functional competency development. (Kis, 2010; Linder, 2010; Belényesi, 2011). These 
tendencies seem to narrow the gap between the economically, socially and culturally very different systems. The 
multidisciplinary framework of the research reinforced a systemic approach to the American training system 
comprising the historical, social and cultural aspects from the perspectives of public administration, adult education 
and educational philosophy. Empirical data collected from various sources and by various methods (document 
analysis, interviews, and field observations) were analysed by quantitative and qualitative research methods to 
benefit from the methodological pluralism. A collective case study in Athens, GA provided the opportunity to 
complement and deepen the insight into the very complex field of research in a country where the training system is 
far from being uniform. The intention of the author is twofold: on the one hand it is to use the research findings to 
prove the relevance of the American best practice for benchmarking in the Hungarian civil service, or anywhere 
else, where the efficiency of the personnel should be improved, and the quality of the community services should be 
raised; and to present methodological tools that can effectively serve these purposes, on the other. 
2.  Competency-based approach to training and development 
The global economic crisis has speeded up the revaluation of the responsibilities of the state and the techniques 
of governance as well as the set of the required competencies in the civil service worldwide. Continuous formal, 
non-formal and informal learning is essential for developing and maintaining the ability of any professional to cope 
with the complexity in an intercultural world. (Scanlon, 2011) All these tendencies facilitate the unavoidable 
adjustment of the training methods and techniques to the new goals and objectives providing new framework for the 
renewed operation of the civil service Human Resource Management. In this context the renewal of the training 
philosophy is a must. Empirical evidence proves that in the U.S. civil service the training and professional 
development practice has a strong competency-based orientation. At the federal level a Leadership Competency 
Model of the U.S. Office of Personnel Management (OPM) defines 27 competencies grouped under five meta-
competencies: Leading Change, Leading People, Results Driven, Business Acumen and Building 
Coalitions/Communications that are also adopted as the Executive Core Qualifications for senior executives. The 
competency-model provides clearly defined framework and benchmarks for performance evaluation, succession 
planning and the training and development curriculum at OPM’s Management Development Centers. (McFee, 2003) 
At local government level the 18 core competencies of the International City County Management Association, 
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Washington D. C. (ICMA) are regarded as practices for effective local government management and applied in all 
ICMA University programs offered for the professional development of the city managers. (ICMA, 2013)The 
comparative analysis shows that most of these core competencies correlate with those of the federal model, while 
both models show considerable overlap with the competencies required in the business sector. There are specific 
competencies emphasizing the differences in the functional task performance typical of both levels, for example 
External Awareness in the federal and Democratic Advocacy or Citizen Participation in the local government model. 
The findings of the document analysis of information materials publicly available about the 2011 leadership 
development courses (133 units) offered by the Federal Executive Institute and ICMA, Washington, D.C. show that 
while the first six most frequently targeted competencies of the FEI courses are Interpersonal Skills, Influencing 
Negotiating, Strategic Thinking, Problem Solving, Political Savvy, and External Awareness, the ICMA courses put 
Vision and Innovation, Staff Effectiveness, Financial Analysis, Performance Measurement, Integrity, and 
Facilitating Council Effectiveness in the first six places reflecting the functional requirements at federal and local 
levels of government. The statistical analysis of the course content defines Strategic Planning, Leadership Skills, 
Organizational Development, and Performance Appraisal, and Human Resource Development as the topical issues 
at both levels. Leadership Skills are more prominent for federal managers, while Community Building and Best 
Practices dominate in the training of local managers. The differences in the training methods and techniques are due 
to the differences in the rate of the residential and the web-based courses offered by the two institutions. The 
variation of small and large group activities, performance try-outs, simulations and role plays, case studies, 
individual and group projects, and interactive lectures are given preference. The competency-based training practice 
which is prevailing in the professional development of the civil service target groups in the U.S. is strongly 
influenced by the behavioristic and the humanist approaches. This learning environment reinforces the learner-
centered and problem-oriented experiential learning in which wide range of interactive methods is applied regardless 
of the content and the competencies to be developed. Methods ensuring the active participation of the learners 
encourage both cooperation and individual learning, and they are relevant at all stages of the experiential learning 
cycle to facilitate and strengthen reflection and self-reflection that is the source of learning. A comparative analysis 
carried out by the author shows that the competencies and content areas that are important for the American civil 
service professionals are not basically different from the current Hungarian social needs and professional challenges. 
Functional efficiency and the management approaches are gaining priority as opposed to law enforcement.  
3.  Most frequently used interactive learning methods and techniques  
     The philosophical and epistemological views on the psychological, pedagogical or andragogical interpretation of 
the learning process determine the methodological choices of adult educators. In practice they have to comply with 
the organizational goals, and the concrete needs of the learners in a given situation, but at the same time the choice 
is also influenced by the personal preferences of the educators. In this way, the result is mainly the eclectic 
combination of various alternatives, while there are more or less typical solutions to particular professional 
development fields. However, the basic criterion in selecting the learning method is the relevance of that method to 
the learning objectives. (Laird, 2003) Table 1 gives a comprehensive summary of the advantages and the difficulties 
of the most typical workshop methods and techniques applied in the professional development field in the American 
civil service, giving a synthesis of research findings of complex analyses. Research findings prove that in the 
American practice the workshop is the most popular form of training, in which the highest possible level of 
interactivity is maintained to motivate the involvement of the participants in the learning process. Adults learn best 
when they are part of the training. They bring a lot of information and previous knowledge into the group, which can 
be an invaluable asset if the training methods and techniques encourage the involvement of every participant, even 
those who are not experienced or shy. It is essential to establish a safe environment in which participants are ready 
to contribute. In order to enhance group effectiveness the trainer, who should be the expert of the topic and the 
process alike, has to carefully consider the suitability of the methods for given specific objectives on the one hand, 
and the variety of techniques that help avoid risks inherent in the methods on the other.  
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         Table 1. Workshop Methods and Techniques  
Methods and 
techniques 
Advantages Difficulties How to improve efficiency  
Icebreakers help ease the tension and create 
learner-friendly atmosphere 
take much time with large 
groups, but  
 should not be omitted 
should require creativity, motivate 
participation, generate laughter, 
prepare the topic 
Interactive  
lectures 
structure the topic, focus on 
core problems, use interactive 
tasks to avoid passive listening,  
  
 very large groups can 
decrease the applicability of 
interactive tasks 
can attract attention by using 
presentation techniques, varying 
styles, demonstrations combined 
with small group tasks 
Panel discussions can be effectively used for 
facilitating reflection and self-
reflection, drawing conclusion 
take much time, some people 
can dominate, while others 
remain silent, divergence 
from the original topic 
need effective facilitation 
techniques to involve participants, 
handle group dynamics, structure 
new knowledge 
Small group 
discussions 
have team building effects, 
joint objectives and 
responsibility for the results 
presentations prove sharing 
experience 
dominant persons can 
disappoint the group, 
conflicts can emerge 
proper time management, clear 
objectives and tasks, the trainer 
should be available for clarifying 
problems, group presenter should 
be selected 
Small group problem 
solving 
facilitates knowledge sharing, 
prepares for workplace 
challenges 
needs a consolidated group, 
conflicts need to be handled 
effectively 
similar to small group discussion, 
can be combined with other 
methods 
Brainstorming fast way of collecting 
innovative ideas, facilitates 
openness and tolerance, respect 
for others’ opinions 
suggestions of participants 
can be limited by prejudices 
and previous experiences 
should be started by an open 
question, rules have to be 
observed, ideas should be jotted 
down without any changes 
Buzz groups boost activity, good for 
discussing new ideas 
 
if groups are large it is 
difficult to involve 
everybody 
5-6 member groups are the best, at 
least 1 minute for everybody, the 
task should not be complicated 
performance try-outs provide feedback from the 
trainer and the group, develops 
self-assessment, sets new 
objectives for improvement 
 
time consuming to give time 
for every participant 
friendly atmosphere that allows 
mistakes, enough time for the 
feedback, self- reflection followed 
by the reflections from the group 
and finally from the trainer, 
defined observation tasks 
Case studies connect theory with practice, 
develop analytical thinking, 
real or educational case studies 
can be used 
 
take time to prepare, too long 
case descriptions should be 
read in advance, too 
complicated cases can be 
difficult to analyze 
need concrete questions, and 
facilitation skills from the trainer, 
small group and panel discussion 
techniques should be combined 
Critical incident develops reflective thinking 
and problem solving by 
purposeful rethinking of an 
incident, which was very 
difficult or special to handle 
collecting real-life incidents 
from participants needs 
contacting them before the 
training 
incidents brought by the 
participants, a template can be 
helpful to structure the content; 
models of the reflective cycle 
facilitate reflection 
Simulations have team building effects, 
provide feedback 
 
the infrastructure is not 
everywhere available, or very 
expensive 
clear definition of the task, 
experienced facilitator, necessary 
and well-structured information 
In-baskets develop individual problem 
solving and decision-making 
skills 
 
stressful for the participants, 
giving feedback is a 
demanding task for the 
trainer 
a template with the frequent 
feedback remarks can be helpful 
for the trainer 
Role plays develop empathy, reflection, 
and critical thinking 
 
thoughtful preparation is 
critical, conflicts can emerge, 
reluctant participants 
good time management, close to 
real-life situations, experienced 
trainer 
Projects have clear overall and specific 
objectives and expected results, 
connected to workplace 
problems, develop cooperation 
detailed preparation, risks 
can occur, workplace support 
is needed 
risk management is important, the 
facilitator has to be available if 
participants need advice 
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4. Conclusions 
The competency models can be integrated into the human resource management system of the civil service. 
The sustainability of the models is an important factor in terms of long-term strategic development planning. They 
can be used for the purposes of employee selection, assessment, career planning and training alike. Competency-
based training courses aiming at complex knowledge and skill development have a determining role at all leadership 
levels and in individual career development as well. If competencies are assessed by means of task simulation, 
training methods should serve the preparation for the completion of those practical tasks. The Hungarian practice 
can also benefit from the Human Resource Management practice of the American civil service, which is the key to 
the efficient operation: there is not an unbridgeable gap between them. Traditional forms of leaning are 
supplemented by various forms of workplace learning, which widens the sphere of classroom learning; enrich the 
forms and methods of experiential learning and organize them into a coherent system. When addressing the issue of 
the transferability and the adaptation of the best practices across cultures, we need to consider that various national 
and organizational cultures may represent different values and practices at a deeper level, which requires careful 
consideration. However, with thoughtful preparation the best practice of a different culture, or certain elements of it, 
can be adapted to other countries’ practices. 
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